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Abstract 




The objective of A Focused Comparison of Soviet and American 
National Interests in Southwest Asia is two fold. First, to develop a 
framework for analysis by which to compare the national interests of 
the Soviet Union and the United States. Because of the problem of 
mirror-imaging Soviet and American views, this analysis carefully 
attempts to consider the definition of a national interest from both 
societal perspectives. Second, to apply the framework of analysis to 
two related case studies; Superpower interests in Afghanistan and 
Iran. The Southwest Asian region provides an interesting environment 
to apply this paradigm because of the significant challenges to both 
Soviet and American positions in light of the Iranian Revolution and the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 

This analysis concludes with a brief comparison of American and 
Soviet interests in the region. Given the geostrategic position of the 
region, the dominant role of ethnicity in Iran and Afghanistan, and risks 
to superpower prestige, it is obvious that the Soviet Union has a 
greater intensity of interests in this region. 
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I. Introduction: 



The Southwest Asian region., for ordinary Americans, has taken 
on significance only recently with the actions of Islamic revolutionaries 
in Iran, the supposed Iranian support of terrorist actions throughout 
the world and the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. To Americans 
observing the Soviet Union and not cognizant of history, it would seem 
that Russian interests in this area have developed only recently with 
the advent of their intervention in Afghanistan. It would also seem that 
with southern boundaries distant from the Russian republic and seat of 
Soviet power, there should be little interest in this region. US Policy 
makers are prepared to involve our nation in guaranteeing a 
compromise peace settlement in Afghanistan. They state that the 
United States has a significant stake in the development and 
maintenance of peace in South Asia and the Gulf region. Conditions of 
stability and attitudes of the policy makers of Iran and Afghanistan 
significantly effect our ability to influence affairs in the region. 
Compared to the Soviet Union, U.S. involvement in Southwest Asia has 
a short history. Soviet interests are intense, originating during Tzarist 
times and evolving to today's conflict. 

On Saturday, 28 December 1985, President Reagan announced 
that "the United States is willing to serve as ■’garantor - ' of a peace 
settlement"^. The same day the Manchester Guardian (England) 

1 As reported by the New York Times . 29 December 1 985, 5. end by the major television 
networks during their evening broadcasts 28, 29, and 30 Dec. 1 985. The MacNeil/Lehrer News 
Hour on the PBS Network carried an interview with Mr. Nicholas A. Yeliotes, Assistant Secretary 
for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs, Dept, of State, in which he discussed the significance of 
the President's comments pertaining action as an agent in the Afghanistan conflict. 
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reported that Soviet policy in Asia as a whole continues to be 
hampered by the Afghan war, stating that Moscow observers feel that 
the Soviet Union is hinting at 'broadening political dialogue' aimed at 
ending six years of ’war. In the Soviet Union the costs of involvement in 
this Muslim sphere of the world are becoming visible. US News and 
World Report detailed the domestic costs and responses by the Soviet 
state, indicating that there are signs that Soviet citizens are growing 
steadily tired of casualties as the diplomatic and economic costs of 
maintaining the war effort continue. 2 What motivates the Soviet Union 
and the United States to involve themselves in this region of the world? 
Why should the President seek to guarantee a peace settlement in 
Southwest Asia? At the same time, why does the Soviet Union 
continue to press onward? 

This thesis examines the national interests of the United States 
and the Soviet Union in South West Asia. First, this analysis will 
examine the concept of National Interest and develop a framework for 
analyzing and comparing the interests of the Soviet Union and the 
United States in the region. Second, using a case study format, the 
development of superpower interests in the region will be analyzed. 
Finally, a focused comparison of the U.S. and Soviet concerns as they 
have developed to this day will be made, keying on the intensity of 
various types of interests. Islam is a significant factor in both Iran and 
Afghanistan; this region could be described as Islamic South Asia. 
Therefore, the importance of this variable will be carefully considered. 

2 US News and World Rep ort , 1 6 Dec 1 985, 42. 
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In 1984, Seth Singleton wrote that "Americans confuse themselves and 
the issues with politically inspired debates which misunderstand Soviet 
thinking. "3 This study will attempt to avoid confusing the issue by 
critically analyzing the question from both the American and Soviet 
perspective and considering the influence of Islam to both 
superpowers. 

Since Iran and Afghanistan occupy only a portion of this diverse 
region, it is useful to consider briefly the complete context of policy 
toward the area. Recently, Lawrence Ziring wrote that Southwest 
Asia "has become in the 1980s, what Southeast Asia 'was in the 1960s." 
He described the northern tier buffer as a primary interest for the 
United States because its strategic and geopolitical position places 
United States and Soviet interests in head to head competition, "The 
northern tier states may form the historical pivot for the remaining 
decades of the twentieth century." He continued to illustrate the 
recent Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, revolution in Iran, and recent 
instability in Turkey, as actions which have forced the United States to 
pullback from its former forward position on the Soviet border and 
relook at our policy options in the region. Ziring writes. . ."There can be 
na mistaking a shift in forces that favors the Soviet Union" 4 

Yet, since the Afghanistan invasion the Soviet Union has been 
unable to either resolve the conflict or win a complete victory. 

'’Seth Singleton, "Defense of the Gains of Socialism: Soviet Third World Policies in the 
mid- 19803", The Washi ndton Quarterl u (Winter, 1 984), 1 03. 

^Lawrence Ziring, Iran . Turkeu . and Afghanistan: A Political Chronoloq u/Nev York: 
Praeger,! 981 ), vii. 



Additionally, while entrenched in Afghanistan, the Soviets find 
themselves in a number of difficult positions throughout the rest of 
Southwest Asia. In Iran, the Soviets are described as the "lesser satan' 
vis a vis the United States. They find themselves challenged in their 
Central Asian republics with the general growth of a Muslim population 
as the Slavic representation decreases. In Pakistan, the historic 
'Great Game' continues as the United States has assumed the 
challengers role in the vacuum of British withdrawal after the Second 
World War. If perhaps there has been a shift in the correlation of 
forces to the Soviet advantage, is it a permanent shift? 

The thread linking all the nations of this region, despite the 
diversity of Islamic belief as characterized by Sunni and Shi'a sects, is 
Islam. The significance of the Muslim factor in the past has been 
overlooked by both the United States and the Soviet Union. Michael 
Rywkin in Moscow's Muslim Challeng e and Bennigsen and Broxup in The 
Islamic Threat to the Soviet State 5 have examined the growing 
importance of the Islam to the Soviet Union. One of the major factors 
responsible for the continuation of resistance in Afghanistan is the 
consistent opposition of the Mujihaddin. The importance of Islam is also 
evident in Iran, w'here it remains a significant factor of legitimacy for 
the revolution. Some authors have argued that our failure to 
understand its role contributed to our loss of influence in Iran with the 
fall of the Shah and the success of the Islamic revolution. In Pakistan, 

^Alexandre Bennigsen and Marie Broxup, The Islamic Threat to the Soviet State . (Nev 
York: St. Martin's Pre$3, i 983). and Michael Rywkin, Moscow's Muslim Challenge: Soviet Central 
Asia. (New York: Sharpe, 1982). 
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the Zia regime bases its stability and continuation on a continuing policy 
of 'Islamization' to secure domestic support. While it can be argued 
that Islam can be as divisive as it is unifing, it would be myopic to Ignore 
its significance in this region of the world. Certainly, it must be 
considered as a challenge to Soviet internal control, just as across its 
southern border. For the United States it is important to understand 
how Islam contributes to the legitimacy and stability of governments in 
the region and the potential challenges or support this religion provides 
for our own policies in the region. 

Soviet presence in this region is the legacy of its Tzarist past. 
Since the time of Peter the Great, an important Russian goal has been 
the acquisition of warm water ports. Hegemonistic territorial 
expansion is only one of several possible theories put forward to 
explain Soviet moves on its Southern frontier. Other theories include: a 
historic preoccupation w'ith security and fear of encirclement by foes, 
opportunity for economic imperialism, an attempt to offset potential 
challenges internally by Islamic fundamentalism (either on an official 
basis or by sufi orders), a goal to establish a regional presence to set 
the global correlation of forces in their favor, and an attempt to fill the 
vacuum of power created with the retreat of British power. 

As pointed out earlier, US interest in Southwest Asia is relatively 
recent. American interests became evident with the announcement of 
the Truman Doctrine in 1947. This was the point of departure for 
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American foreign policy in the cold war.® By 1947, the United States 
had come to take Britian's place in the struggle for pro-western 
influence in Southwest Asia. U.S. goals in this region are multi-leveled. 
Economically, the protection of the Persian Gulf oil lanes is significant. 
Strategically, this region of the world is the soft underbelly of the 
Soviet Union. "The strategic value of the flank (the Northern Tier] 
should be viewed in terms of (1) the key role in the Mediterranean; (2) 
the region's geostrategic relationship. . . and (3) its contribution to 
NATO. . . Politically, this region has significance for the safe keeping 
and maintenance of the world order. Since the Iranian revolution and 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, this region has taken on renewed 
importance for the US, 

Before examining the development of Soviet and American 
national interests, it is important to define the concept of 'national 
interest', The second section of this paper seeks to review the 
literature on the national interest and build an analytical framework 
useful in explaining interests in South West Asia. 



6 John L. Gaddi3. Strategies of Containment: A Critical A p praisal of Postwar American 
National Securitu Policu . ( New York; Oxford University Press, 1 982) contains a detailed 
discussion of this point as does Part IV of Erik P. Hoffmann/Frederic J. Fleron, Jr. The Conduct of 
Soviet Forei g n Policu , (New York: Aldine Publishing, 1 980). 

? Jed C. Snyder. "Strategic Bias and Southern Flank Security", The Was hi nqton Quarterly , 
(Summer 1985): 123. 
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II. Methodolo aui 

A. WHAT IS A NATIONAL INTEREST? 

What is a national interest? Is there a standard definition for this 
concept? Is the national interest of the United States the same as that 
for the Soviet Union? These are difficult and often unanswered 
questions. Before continuing, two points should be considered. First, a 
precise, universal operational definition of "National Interest" quite 
possibly is an unreachable goal. And second, comparing and 
contrasting American and Soviet national interests can be a difficult 
and confusing task. This chapter will attempt to briefly review the field 
of literature on the national interest and having done so to develop an 
operational framework by which to explain and compare the interests 
of the superpowers. 

Various methods have been used to attempt to analyze the 
national interests of the Soviet Union and the United States, Methods 
have been developed to determine what these interests are, how they 
interact and how they compare and contrast. Authors differ greatly in 
their approaches and in their models. However, few attempts to 
devise a system which compares and contracts the interests of the 
Soviet Union and the United States have been devised. Valenta and 
Butler in 1981 examined the interests and objectives of Soviet Policy in 
South West Asia using a conceptual frame work adapted from K.J. 
Holsti's International Politics: A Framework for Anal u sis , In "Soviet 
National Security Decision-making: What Do 'We Know and What Do 
We Understand?", Stephen M. Meyer summarizes various methods and 
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models for the analysis of Soviet decision making. Likewise, Hannes 
Adomeit in 1982 looked at Soviet risk. taking in crisis situations using the 
factors of ideology, security and state interest, military power and the 
effects of domestic politics on their decision making process. Adam 
Ulam in much of his writing uses a more historical and descriptive, yet 
less scientific and rigorous method of analysis. 1 Yet these methods 
attempt to examine only the Soviet interest. 

Soviet analysts tend to fall into various schools of thinking which 
describe the nature of Soviet political decision making but discount the 
role of legitimate state interests. The Soviet system has been 
described by Spiro, Friedrich, Brzezinski and .Arendt, as a totalitarian 
system with several distinct features; an imposed organization, forced 
participation, unpredictable due to the personal control of a dictator, 
violence and suppression of opposition. Analysts have used variants 
of Kremlinology, Bureaucratic Politics, Interest Group analysis and 



1 Jiri Valent a and Shanon R. Butler, Soviet Intere$t3 . Objectives . and Policu Options in 
Southwest Asia , (Carlisle Barracks, Pa: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 
1981): K.J. Holsti, International Politics: A Framework for Anal usi3 , (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice- Hall, 1 983): Stephen M. Meyer, "Soviet National Security Decision Making: What Do We 
Know and What Do We Understand?", Soviet Decision-making for National Security (London: Allen 
and Unwin, 1984), 255-297: Hannes Adomeit . Soviet Risk-Taking and Crisis Behavior: A 
Theoretical and Empirical Analu3is . (London: Allen and Unwin, 1 982). 

2Herbert J. Spiro, "Comparative Politics: A Comprehensive Approach", American 
Political Science Review. 1962, 56:577-595. Carl ..J. Friedrich and Zbigniew K. Brzezinski, 
Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy , 2nd ed. (New York: Praeger, 1 965). Hannah Arendt, The 
Origins of Totaliarianisrn . 2nd ed. (New York: Meridian, 1 958). 



Political Culture 'to explain why the Soviets act in their chosen manner. 3 
However, the above methods are hindered in this type of study 
because of their self imposed limits. They tend to analyze the Soviet 
Union from one side, are sometimes controversial in their 
interpretations or definitions, and have little utility in the comparison of 
Soviet and US positions. 

Similarly, the examination of United States- national interests are 
as varied as the- a basic definition for the national interest. Hans J. 
Morganthau in In Defense of the National Interest and Henry Kissinger 
in Problems of National Securit u attempt to analyze the components of 
our national interest. Morganthau examines the national interest in 
strictly terms of foreign policy. He looks at three main periods of US 
foreign policy; the realistic period, the ideological period and the utopian 
period. Morganthau's thesis is that American post-war foreign policy 
has been marked by four intellectual errors; legalism, utopianism, 
sentimentalism and neo-isolationism. While Morganthau sees the 
national interest as a major force guiding the formulation and execution 
of foreign policy, he never develops the concept into an operational 
definition. Furthermore he does not attempt to analyze the national 



3 For examples see: For Krernli nolog y; George W. 6 reel suer, “Political Succession and the 
Soviet Policy Agenda", Problems of Communism. May- June 1 980. William G. Hyland, “Kto Kovo" 
in the Kremlin", Problems of Communism . Jan- Feb 1 982. Jerry F. Hough, "Soviet Succession: 
Signs of Struggle", Problems of Communism . Sept-Oct 1 982.; For Bureaucratic Politics Raymond 
Tenter and Richard H. Ul 1 man ed, "Bureaucratic Politics: A Paradigm and Some Policy 
Implications", Theoru and Policu in International Relations . (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1 972); For Interest Group and Elite perspectives see William Zimmerman, "Elite 
Perspectives and the Explanation of Soviet Foreign Policy", Journal of International Affairs. 

XXIV: 1 1 970, 84-98. For Political Culture see Nathan Leites, AStuduof Bolshevism . (Glencoe, 
111.: Free Press, 1 953) and Alexander I George, "The ‘Operational Code 1 : A Neglected Approach to 
the Study of Political Leaders and Decision- Making", International Studies Quarterl u. XIII.-2 
(June, 1969), 190-222. 
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interest of our principle foe, the Soviet Union. 4 Graham T. Allison's 
Essence of Decision uses the respective positions of the United 
States and the Soviet Union during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis as the 
basis for analysis. He examines the process of decision making from 
three perspectives, from the rational actor model, from the 
organizational process model and from the bureaucratic politics model. 
Allison deals with the process and motivations of decision making 
rather than the underlying interests which motivated their decisions. 
Allison's models attempt to explain rather than compare intensity of 
interest of both superpowers in the Cuban situation. He does not deal 
with interests as a separate concept. ^ 

Glendon Schubert, in The Public Interest , attempts to arrive at a 
theory of national interest. His primary assumption is that the public 
interest is the central concept of democratic theories of government. 
This immediately excludes the possibility that the Soviet Union could be 
analyzed using the same concept since their's is not a democratic 
government in the same sense as the American context. Schubert's 
analysis of the national interest concentrates upon the actors involved 
in the process of interpreting the collective public will into goals and 
objectives of public interest. Schubert categorizes the body of 
literature on the national interest into three types,* Rationalist theory. 
Idealist theory and Realist theory. His conclusion is that there is not a 
single unified or consistent theory which describes how the public 

4 Han$ J. liorganthau, In Defense of the National Interest: A Critical Examination of 
American Foreign Policu . (New York: Knopf, 1951). 

^Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision: Explainin g the Cuban Missile Crisis . (Boston: 
Little, Brown arid Co. 1971). 
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interest is defined in terms of governmental decision-making. His 
analysis focuses solely on the United States. 6 Carl Friedrich's The 
Public Interest , is a gathering of various writer's short works on the 
national interest. Each of the nineteen contributors to this edited piece 
attempt to build a framework, from which to analyze and describe 
public interest. Each of the writers agrees that the public interest is 
vital to the formulation and execution of policy. Again, no one theory is 
derived which encompasses an operational definition for the national 
interest or that can be used to compare the interests of the United 
States with the Soviet Union.' 7 

The above authors describe many factors which must be 
considered in an examination of the interests which compel a given 
nation to respond or act in a specific situation. However, a comparison 
of interests of the Soviet Union and the United Stdtes must be 
undertaken carefully and must consider the inherent differences. The 
most difficult problem is attempting to compare two distinctively 
different political worlds, one pluralistic and fluid, the other ensconced 
in the philosophy of Marxist-Leninism and traditional Russian political 
culture. Any analysis seeking to compare the interests of these two 
superpowers must be careful not to mirror-image the respective 
actors. 

In a Summer 1984 Foreign Polic u article, Dimitri Simes pointed out 
the problem of perspective in comparing the interests of the US and 
USSR. Referring to the 1979 Soviet invasion, he explained that in the 

^Glendon Schubert, (Glencoe, 111. The Free Pre33, 1960). 

?Carl Friedrich, The Public Interest . (New York: Atherton Press, 1 962). 
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